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ABSTRACT

The present research was comprised of two studies.
A
pilot study was performed to test the reliability of a daily
hassles measure constructed for use with college samples.
Thirty college students completed the scale twice at a oneweek time interval, along with indices of mood disturbance,
somatic complaints, and life satisfaction.
The College
Student Hassles Scale was shown to have acceptable levels of
test-retest reliability and construct validity.
Study 2
used a hierarchical multiple regression model on the selfreports of 173 Introductory Psychology students to compare
hassles versus life events measures as predictors of
psychological distress and physical health, and to determine
if humor as a coping strategy increased the variability
accounted for by the stress measures.
It was hypothesized
that hassles levels of stress would account for more of the
variability in affective disturbance and somatic symptoms
than the life events measure.
Hassles were found to be the
best predictors of general mood disturbance and somatic
complaints, but major life events and hassles were equally
good at predicting depressive symptoms.
It was also
hypothesized that humor-coping would relate differentially
to the two stress types, and would moderate their negative
impact.
No significant relationships between humor and
either stress measure were found, but humor-coping and humor
sensitivity were inversely related to mood disturbance and
depression.
Hypotheses that general ways of coping used to
deal with hassles or major life events would not be similar,
and that coping strategies would relate inversely to mood
disturbance, depression, and somatic symptoms were not
supported, even when stressor levels were partialled out of
the coping/disturbance correlations.
The study explores the
connections between major and minor stressors, humor and
general coping, and negative affective/somatic symptoms in
the context of appraisal processes and the transactional
model of stress.
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HASSLES, MAJOR LIFE EVENTS,
OF MOOD DISTURBANCE,

HUMOR, AND COPING AS PREDICTORS
DEPRESSION AND SOMATIZATION

2

The widely held view that various types of coping
strategies and

personality variables are capable of

moderating the

negative outcomes of life stress, is based on

the assumption that life stress does in fact lead to
negative psychological and health outcomes.

This assumption

is based on equivocal findings concerning the negative
effects of two types of life stress constructs, major life
events and minor daily hassles.
controversy in

There has been great

the stress literature of the last decade

concerning which type of stress measure has more

utility and

greater power to predict psychological distress and physical
health outc ome s.

Even greater controversy has focused on

the serious methodological flaws inherent in the
construction and use of life stress measures.
come to terms with these difficulties,

In order to

criticisms of these

stress measures will be briefly reviewed,

and then examined

within the context of an appraisal model of stress and
potential moderators between life stress and its assumed
outcomes.

The hypothesis is advanced here that differences

in the impact of major life events and minor daily hassles
may depend at least partially on what kind of coping
strategies are used to deal with them,

and how effective

these strategies are in moderating the negative effects of
major versus minor life stressors.

Toward this end,

hassles

and major life events measures are compared in relation to
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specific kinds of coping strategies and appraisal processes,
such as humor and control,

as they collectively impact on

negative mood and health outcomes.
Major Life Events
Since the construction of the Social Readjustment
Rating Scale by Holmes and Rahe

(19 67) more than two decades

ago, the concept that major life changes or life events can
adversely affect physical health and psychological
adjustment has been the focus of extensive research.
other life events measures have been developed
Johnson,

& Siegel,

1978; Sandler & Lakey,

Many

(Sarason,

1982),

and a

plethora of studies have been conducted to test the life
stress-illness paradigm.

In general,

these studies show

that self-report life events scales are somewhat
consistently,

but very weakly associated with physical or

psychological distress outcomes
Struening,

1976).

been obtained.

However,

For example,

(Monroe,

1982; Rabkin &

inconsistent results have also
Lester,

Leitner and Posner

(1983)

found that 15 of the 43 items on the Holmes and Rahe

(1967)

scale were uncorrelated or correlated negatively with

measures of experienced stress such as frustration,
nutrition,
(1977)

and anxiety.

poor

Similarly, Mattila and Salokangas

reported finding no significant correlation between

life changes and illness variables.

The majority of studies

that compare the predictive ability of life events to that
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of hassles scales have found that hassles add significantly
to the weak life events prediction of both health and
psychological distress

(Banks & Gannon,

Coyne,

& Lazarus,

Belk,

Dakof,
1984;

Folkman,

Ivancevich,

1988; Delongis,

1982; Holahan,

Holahan,

&

1986) .

Methodological criticisms of the life events measures
are as prevalent as the studies themselves

(Dohrenwend &

Dohrenwend,

1974;

Folkman,

1978; Chalmers,

1982;

Hudgens,

1984; Rabkin & Struening,

1976).

Lazarus &

Important

criticisms include issues such as psychometric problems,

the

events lacking generalizability across different demographic
groups,

the inability to take personal significance of

events and available coping resources into account
et al,

1982),

(Delongis

and the suggestion that many of the events can

be symptoms or consequences of illness
Lazarus and Folkman

(Hudgens,

1974) .

(1984) attack the life events stress

measures on a more conceptual level.

According to them,

life change is not always a necessary and sufficient
condition for stress,

and the absence of change

boredom or not getting a promotion)
life changes are.

(e.g.,

can be as stressful as

The combination of the relatively weak

predictive power of major life stress and the methodological
and conceptual problems with the construct led to the
eventual development of metrics of minor rather than major
life stress.
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Daily Hassles
Hassles metrics of stress were initially proposed as
alternatives to major life events measures of stress.
Hassles were described by Kanner,
Lazarus

(1981) as "the irritating,

Coyne,

Schaefer,

frustrating,

and

distressing

demands that to some degree characterize everyday
transactions with the environment"

(p. 3}.

The development

of a daily hassles measure arose out of a recognition of the
limitations of the conventional life events approach to
stress.

Hassles are conceived of as psychologically

proximal phenomena that emphasize the subjective experience
of stressful situations
Dakof,

Folkman,

(Lazarus,

and Lazarus

(1982)

1984).

Delongis,

Coyne,

suggested that the

relationship between major and minor life events takes the
form of major life stress altering daily living patterns,
thus creating stress through hassles.
The original Hassles Scale constructed by Kanner et al
(1981)
health,

consists of 117 items that include the areas of work,
family,

considerations,

friends,

the environment, practical

and chance occurrences.

The scale includes

items such as misplacing or losing things,
forms,

too many things to do, noise,

time for one's family.

filling out

and not having enough

The details of which particular

hassles are endorsed by a respondent are considered to be
less important than the overall level of hassles and the
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subjective stress they indicate.

The content of the Hassles

Scale is very different than the content of major life
events measures which typically include events such as
divorce,

death of a family member,

and changing jobs.

The transactional model of stress proposed by Lazarus
and Folkman

(1984) provides a theoretical basis for

questioning the adequacy of conceptualizing stress solely
from a life events approach.
events must be major
consequences)

(e.g., have profound adaptational

in order to create great enough stress to have

a negative impact on health,
Folkman

The assumption that life

(1984) .

is criticized by Lazarus and

Merely measuring whether life events have

occurred is an inadequate stress indicator.

Researchers

need to understand the individual meanings of life events
(e.g., their effect on the appraised person-environment
relationship,

and how the events are responded to in the

present on a daily basis.

In effect,

whether an event is

major or minor can often be individualized
Folkman,

1984) .

(Lazarus &

Life events measures can be considered as

psychologically distal in this sense.
according to Lazarus and Folkman
of "more proximal,

What is missing,

(1984),

is the measurement

diverse psychological and behavioral

activities generated by these events in people who vary in
beliefs,

commitments,

and other personal agendas on which

the significance of events is predicated"

(pp. 309-310).
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Hassles provide such a psychologically proximal metric of
s t res s.
Kanner et a l . (1981)

compare hassles and uplifts

measures of everyday events to the standard life events
methodology and conclude that the appraisal-oriented hassles
measure is a better predictor of adaptational outcomes and
psychological symptoms than major life events measures.
Hassles have been shown to predict psychological distress
(Catz & Ventis,
Elston,

1989; Holahan,

& Kissling,

Folkman,

& Lazarus,

Hiner & Tierney,

1989),
1988;

1987;

& Belk,

and health outcomes
Ivancevich,

Zarski,

subsequent researchers.

Holahan,

1984; Wolf,
(Delongis,

1986; Weinberger,

1984) by a number of

Although the predictive ability of

hassles or minor life stressors has been demonstrated to be
superior to major life events in predicting mental and
physical health

(Banks & Gannon,

Dakof,

& Lazarus,

1984;

Folkman,

Ivancevich,

1986),

a controversial one.

1988; Delongis,

1982; Holahan,

Coyne,

Holahan,

& Belk,

the hassles construct has remained

This is largely due to the criticism

surrounding several potential confounds in hassles measures
(Dohrenwend,

Dohrenwend,

Dodson,

1986; Green,

1986; Monroe,

& Shrout,

1983; Reich,

1984; Flannery,

Parella,

& Filstead,

1988) .
When hassles are used to predict physical health,
even depression symptoms,

or

there is a confound with hassle

items pertaining to health
illness,

(e.g., not enough sleep, physical

concerns about health in general)

and depression

(e.g. insomnia,

weight concerns).

Flannery

describes as "symptom-contaminated."

(1986)

The hassles scale is what
The

second confound inherent in hassles measures is the
difficulty in separating

(conceptually and statistically)

the contributions of objective events endorsed,
subjective appraisal of them
1988).

(Green,

and the

1986; Reich et al,

There needs to be a way of dissecting which effects

are from personal dispositions

(e.g., locus of control)

and

which stem from the characteristics of each situation
(Dohrenwend & Shrout,

1985),

for example,

the amount of

situational control that respondents have over various
hassle situations.

Since it is the degree of control that

respondents appraise that is of theoretical importance,

an

index of perceived control is needed to differentiate
between hassle situations that are perceived to be
internally versus externally controlled.

By assessing the

appraisal of situational characteristics,

these become

conceptually more distinct from personality v a r iab les .
should be noted that Lazarus

(1985)

It

contended that "the

appraisal process should not and cannot be removed in the
measurement of psychological stress,

and therefore some

confounding is inevitable" with adaptational outcomes.
suggests that Dohrenwend et al's

He

(1984) proposal that stress
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independent variables must be "purified," is not helpful
because it is in direct opposition to cognitive stress
models.
The Transactional Model of Stress
Explication of the transactional model of stress is
necessary to fully understand the underlying reasons for the
construction of a daily hassles measure of stress.

The

premise that the experience of stress is personal and
subjective is emphasized in Lazarus and Folkman'’s (1984;
Lazarus,

1966) transactional model.

Stress is

conceptualized as being dependent upon how individuals
appraise events.

Appraisal is, in turn,

factors such as learning,
abilities.

Thus,

dependent on

personality style,

the two major theoretical constructs of

transactional theory are appraisal and coping
Lazarus,

1988) .

situation.

(Folkman,

&

Appraisal refers to evaluation of a

In primary appraisal the central question is

"what is at stake?"

In secondary appraisal the question the

person asks is "what can I do about it"
1988).

and coping

(Folkman & Lazarus,

A state of stress develops if a person feels a

discrepancy between the demands of the situation and his/her
adjustive resources or capabilities.
then,

The concept of coping,

is the process of managing demands

external)
Folkman,

(either internal or

that tax or exceed a person's resources
1984).

As Vingerhoets and Marcelissen

(Lazarus &

(1988)
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explain,
that,

"Lazarus and coworkers repeatedly have emphasized

in their view,

coping is a process that can be

described in terms of a relationship between the person and
the specific environment.

As a consequence,

they reject the

trait approach of coping, which dominates coping research”
(p. 284).
Martin
reduce,

(1988)

tolerate,

defines coping as "any efforts to
or transcend the demands that are created

by stressful transactions"

(p. 137).

Coping strategies for

dealing with stressors may take several different approaches
(Lazarus & Folkman,

1984;

appraisal-focused coping,

Martin,

1988).

(a)

In

cognitions and perceptions are

changed so that a situation that was initially appraised as
threatening is reappraised as harmless,
challenging by the individual.

(b)

controllable or

Relaxation and

catharsis are examples of techniques used in emotion-focused
coping; the goal is to reduce physiological arousal
associated with stress.

(c)

Exerting effort directed

toward changing the external environment and making it less
stressful is called problem-focused coping.
Martin

(1988)

conceptualizes humor and laughter as

representing a broad-spectrum coping strategy that may have
beneficial effects when used as each of these three coping
strategies.

The resolution of incongruities in the

environment is a characteristic of humor that involves rapid
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reappraisal of situations.
strategy,

As an appraisal-focused coping

humor responses to stressors may allow situations

to be seen from an alternative perspective and to be
reappraised as less threatening and stressful.

Humor as an

emotion-focused coping strategy may have a cathartic effect,
decreasing feelings of fear, depression and anger.

Laughter

may also have the effect of counteracting adverse affective
reactions to stress by reducing emotion-associated arousal
(e.g., autonomic arousal, muscle tension,
pressure).

and blood

Humor as a problem-focused coping strategy is a

way of reducing interpersonal tensions or conflicts,

and

thus changing stress-related social situations directly
(Martin,

1988) .

Central to both the construct of humor and the
construct of hassles are their relationships to reappraisal
processes.

Humor involves the cognitive and emotional

reassessment of a situation.

Daily hassles are the type of

stressful situations which may be most amenable to this sort
of reappraisal.

Martin and Lefcourt

(1983)

suggested

investigating the kinds of stressors with which humor is
most effective in coping.

Hassles are a broad class of

stressors with which humor is likely to be maximally
effective in reducing adverse psychological e f f e c t s .
specifically,

More

the moderating effect of sense of humor on the

relationship between stress and outcomes of mood and health,
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is proposed to be greater when stress is operationalized as
daily hassles rather than as major life events.
study

(Catz & Ventis,

A previous

1989) unsuccessfully sought to explore

this question only through indirect comparison to past
research that demonstrated equivocal findings of the
moderating effect of humor between life stress and
psychological distress outcomes.

A primary goal of the

present study was to address the comparison of life events
and hassles measures of stress in the stress/humor-moderator
paradigm more directly.
History of Humor and Stress Research
The idea that humor may function as a moderator
between life stress and its deleterious effects on
psychological health has come under increasingly rigorous
investigation during the last decade.

Dixon

(1980)

conceptualized humor as an appraisal-focused coping
mechanism that evolved as an alternative to the
physiological fight or flight response.
Dixon's

(1980) model,

According to

when primitive physiological responses

to stressful situations are not appropriate,

individuals may

use more cognitive coping responses such as humor to contend
with the sorts of psychological and social threats to which
humans are susceptible.

Dixon's proposal that humor has

stress-buffering effects has been tested empirically by an
increasing number of researchers

(Labott & Martin,

1987;
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Lefcourt & Martin,
Lefcourt,

1983,

Porterfield,
O'Laughlin,

1986; Martin & Dobbin,

1988; Martin &

1984; Nezu, Nezu & Blissett,

1987; Safranek & Schill,

1988;

1982; Schill &

1984; Trice & Price-Greathouse,

1986).

Early investigations of the role that humor plays in
coping with stress used major life events checklists as a
stress measure and funniness ratings of different categories
of jokes
sexual)

(e.g.,

nonsense,

sick,

ridicule,

hostile,

and

to indicate what types of humor individuals attempt

to use in various situations

(Safranek & Schill,

Schill & O'Laughlin,

Using these indirect measures

1984).

of humor as a cross-situational coping response,

1982;

humor was

not found to significantly increase the ability to predict
psychological distress measures

(Beck's Depression

Inventory,

1961,

and Spielberger's State-Trait Anxiety

Inventory,

1970) beyond the predictive ability provided by

life stress alone.
More valid self-report scales and laboratory
procedures to measure humor were developed by Martin and
Lefcourt

(1983,

1984; Lefcourt & Martin,

1986)

which enabled

sense of humor to be operationalized in more quantitative
terms.

These researchers assumed that sense of humor is a

personality variable on which individuals differ in
predictable and stable w a y s .

They therefore predicted that

individuals who appreciate and use humor to a lesser degree
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will be more susceptible to mood distress associated with
stressful life events than will individuals who report
frequent use and appreciation of humor.

In order to test

this hypothesis it was necessary to construct scales that
measure relevant individual differences in sense of humor.
Martin and Lefcourt

(1983,

1984)

developed the Situational

Humor Response Questionnaire and the Coping Humor Scale,
both of which are direct measures of the processes which are
presumably associated with the role of humor as a stressmoderator.
(SHRQ)

The Situational Humor Response Questionnaire

is composed of a series of 21 common life situations

which vary in stressfulness,

and respondents report the

degree to which they would respond with mirth
laughter)

in each situation.

(smiling and

The Coping Humor Scale

(CHS)

assesses the degree to which respondents report using humor
as a means of coping with problems and stressful
e x p e ri enc es.
With the CHS and the SHRQ and two subscales from the
Sense of Humor Questionnaire developed by Svebak
cited in Martin & Lefcourt,

1983)

(1974,

as

which were designed to

assess the degree to which subjects report noticing humorous
stimuli in their environment

(Metamessage- Sensitivity

subscale), and the degree subjects report valuing humor in
their lives
Lefcourt

(Personal Liking of Humor subscale), Martin and

(1983) were able to measure the construct of "sense

15

of humor" along a variety of dimensions.

The measures were

found to have acceptable levels of test-retest reliability
and internal consistency,

and a series of validation studies

revealed significant correlations between the humor scales
and a number of other criteria such as:

observed frequency

and duration of laughter during an interview,

the number of

witty remarks made in an impromptu comedy routine,
ratings of sense of humor,

and the rated humorousness of a

narrative produced while watching a stressful film
& Martin,

peer

(Lefcourt

1986).

Using these humor scales and behavioral measures to
operationalize sense of humor, Martin and Lefcourt
Lefcourt & Martin,

1986)

(1983;

conducted a series of studies to

determine whether the relationship between stressful life
events and disturbed moods is moderated by sense of humor.
Subjects in these studies were administered two other tests
in addition to the humor measures:

the Life Events of

College Students

1982)

(Sandler & Lakey,

checklist,

which

assessed the number of stressful life events the subjects
had experienced in the past year,
States

(McNair,

Lorr,

and the Profile of Mood

& Droppleman,

1971),

which is a mood

adjective checklist to assess predominant moods such as
anxiety,
(1986)

anger,

fatigue,

and depression.

Lefcourt & Martin

found stronger correlations between stressful life

events and disturbed mood for subjects with low scores on
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the humor measures

(particularly the CHS and SHRQ), than for

subjects with high scores on these measures.
words,

In other

people with weak senses of humor tended to increase

in psychological distress with increases in prior levels of
stress, but people with stronger senses of humor showed
little or no increase in mood disturbance even under high
levels of life str e s s .

These results provide strong support

for the hypothesis that humor functions as a moderator
between stress and its adverse effects on psychological
health.
Subsequent replications of Lefcourt and Martin's work
have yielded mixed results.

Porterfield

(1987)

found that

sense of humor as measured by the Coping Humor Scale and the
Situational Humor Response Questionnaire, mitigates
depression but not physical symptoms,
stress.

independent of life

In contrast to the stress-buffering model,

he

posits a main effect model to explain the relationship
between humor and psychological distress.
(1987)

Porterfield

suggests that rather than sense of humor assisting

individuals in coping with life stress,
depressive symptoms directly,
Labott and Martin

humor decreases

regardless of stress levels.

(1987), however,

examined the effects of

emotional weeping and humor on the impact of negative life
events,

and found that humor-coping had a stress-buffering

effect for all subjects except males who reported frequent
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weeping.

These findings were interpreted as providing weak

support for the humor as stress-moderator model.
Similarly,

Nezu, Nezu,

and Blissett

(1988)

report

partial support for the stress-buffering role of humor.
Nezu et a l . (1988)

suggest that because investigation of the

humor as stress-buffer hypothesis has been cross-sectional
in nature,

the results of previous research are

inconclusive.

By using a prospective design they attempted

to control for the variance attributable to past levels of
psychological distress;

life events,

depression,

and anxiety

measures were administered twice at two month intervals,

and

the CHS and SHRQ were administered only once at the initial
testing.

Nezu et al.

(1988) performed hierarchical multiple

regression analyses and found that for both the CHS and SHRQ
measures of humor,

the interaction between humor and life

stress accounted for a significant amount of the variance in
predicting depression at both time one and time two.
However,

the humor-stress interaction was not a significant

predictor of anxiety at either time.

Thus,

the hypothesis

that humor functions to reduce the impact of stressful
events was supported for depressive symptoms but not for
trait anxiety symptomatology.
Clear support for the buffering role of humor as a
coping strategy for reducing the impact of situational
stressors was demonstrated in a validity study of the Coping

18

Humor Scale

(Trice & Price-Greathouse,

1986).

laughter were observed prior to subjects

Joking and

(who had previously

completed the CHS) having dental surgery.

Subjects who

reported using humor as a coping response joked and laughed
more frequently during the 10-15 minute interval between the
end of the dental student's examination and the approval of
the procedure by the dentist.

Subjects with low scores on

the CHS laughed and joked significantly less while waiting
for the procedure to take place.

Additionally,

it was found

that dental patients who exhibited high mirth responses
rated the dental procedure as less stressful than those who
didn't laugh or joke.

Trice et a l . (1986)

interpreted these

findings as demonstrating that the Coping Humor Scale is a
valid predictor of the use of humor in a stressful
situation.

Of particular relevance to the present study is

the evidence suggesting that the use of humor may reduce the
subjective experience of situationally induced stress.
Most previous research that examined the relationship
between humor and the psychological impact of stress,
operationalized stress as the frequency of either negative
life events or major life changes reported for a year-long
period.

Studies using major life events as measures of

stress have yielded only mixed support for the humor as
stress-moderator model.

It may be that humor as a coping

strategy is more directly effective in reducing the negative
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impact of everyday stressors such as going to the dentist
than it is for moderating the adverse effects of major life
events.

Martin and Lefcourt's

(1983,

1984)

development of

humor scales that specifically assess the use of humor as a
coping response and as a situational response enabled their
predicted humor-stress-mood interaction to be more
rigorously tested.

What is needed for further investigation

of this relationship is a measurement of stress that
redefines the construct in terms of everyday stressors that
are likely to be experienced by individuals as stressful or
not depending on differences in their use of humor-coping
strategies,

appraisals of situational control,

to appraise humor in situations.

and ability

Because they lend

themselves to individual interpretation and reappraisal,
daily hassles may therefore be the most appropriate type of
stressor to study in relation to humor.
one coping strategy in depth

Thus, by exploring

(humor), conceptual differences

between the two stress measures could potentially be
highlighted by the present study.

It was particularly hoped

that by examining the daily hassles and humor-coping
relationship together,

the appraisal processes involved in

psychological distress reactions to stressors would also
become more e v i d e n t .
Martin and Dobbin
between humor,

(1988)

investigated the interaction

hassles and the dependent measure of
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secretory immunoglobin A

(S-Ig-A)

levels in saliva.

They

found that humor has a stress-buffering effect on the
immunosuppressive system,

and explain this moderating effect

of humor by positing that individuals who perceive humorous
aspects of potentially stressful situations are less likely
to appraise a situation as threatening,

and they will

therefore not respond with as great an increase in
sympathetic arousal.
then,

in turn,

functioning,
mood.

Less sympathetic-adrenal arousal may

result in less impairment of immune

or, analogously,

Martin and Dobbin''s

may result in less disturbed

(1988)

study provides limited

support for the hypothesis that stress-coping strategies
involving humor may be more amenable to moderating stress
which is in the form of daily hassles than in the form of
major life events.

It is proposed that somatic symptom

measures might be a function of processes similar to those
described by Martin and Dobbin

(1988).

General Coping and Appraisal
Thus far the specific coping strategy of humor has
been discussed.

It is important to address the concept of

coping on a more general level.

By investigating the

relationship of stressful life events and daily hassles to
psychological distress and physical health,

I am inferring

that this relationship must be moderated by something.
"something" that is posited to moderate stress and its

The
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adaptational outcomes are known as coping processes.

There

are four approaches to exploring the mechanisms by which
coping is related to stress outcomes that are identified by
Folkman,

Lazarus,

Gruen,

and Delongis

(1986).

The first

approach is to investigate the effect of personality
characteristics like hardiness

(Kobasa,

1979)

predisposing people to cope in specific ways.

on
The second

approach is to focus on the way people cope with a certain
stressor and to use this to represent general coping
strategies used across stressful events.

The third approach

is to investigate the specific characteristics of stressful
situations that people experience.

The fourth approach

entails consideration of the relative contributions of
personality characteristics and of coping responses to
psychological outcomes.

Folkman et al

(1986)

attempted to

integrate all of these approaches into their cognitive
theory of stress and coping.

The present study will seek to

integrate only the second and the third approaches.

That

is, one hassle and one major event situation will serve as
representatives of the ways of coping utilized with these
broad classes of stressors,

and control characteristics of

hassle situations will be addressed by a perceived control
subscale of the newly developed College Student Hassles
Scale.
Coping is frequently assessed with a measure developed
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by

Folkman and Lazarus

Questionnaire,

(1988b)

called the Ways of Coping

described later in this text.

Folkman and Lazarus

According to

(1988b) this measure is intended to

describe a very broad range of behavioral and cognitive
strategies that people use to manage the demands of
stressful encounters.

Therefore it was utilized in the

present study as a means of broadening the nature of the
coping-moderator process addressed here.
McCrae

(1984)

reports a general finding that the type

of stressor has a consistent effect on the choice of coping
strategies used.
challenge,

For example,

under conditions of

he found that strategies such as humor,

action, perseverance,

rational

and intellectual denial were used more

than when the situation involved loss or t h r e a t .
extending this finding,

By

it can be assumed that under

conditions of situational control,

the choice of humor as a

coping strategy might be elicited by the situation.

This

assumption rests on the second assumption that humor as a
coping process is maximally effective when more problemfocused strategies will not work effectively at reducing the
stress associated with lack of control.
Situational Control
Locus of control has been widely investigated as an
individual difference variable that might interact with life
stress

(Krause,

1986; Kubitz,

Peavey,

& Moore,

1986;
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Prerost,
Toves,

1983;

1982).

Sandler & Lakey,

1982;

Schill,

Ramanaiah,

&

Two complimentary hypotheses are generally

tested in locus of control research.

People with an

external locus of control, who don't feel in control of life
events,

are proposed to cope relatively ineffectively with

stress and to be most vulnerable to psychological distress.
People with internal locus of control,
of their lives,

who feel in control

are proposed to have relatively effective

coping skills and to therefore be less vulnerable to
psychological distress than externals are.

However,

tests

of these stress-moderating effects of locus of control
beliefs have yielded inconclusive results

(Krause,

For example, McFarlane,

and Roy

Norman,

Streiner,

1985).
(1983)

found that the stress-illness relationship was not moderated
by expectations of control,

while Johnson and Sarason

(1978)

found that locus of control did moderate the effects of life
stress.
Perhaps the reason for these equivocal findings is
that situational control variables,

rather than

dispositional locus of control, moderate stress.
of this theory,

Nelson and Cohen

(1983)

In support

found that control

perceptions were more a function of event characteristics
than of dispositional characteristics.

It has also been

demonstrated that appraisals such as threat versus challenge
or change versus accept are best predicted by the
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interaction of person factors

(locus of control)

and

situational factors associated with stressor types
(Vitaliano,

Russo,

& Maiuro,

1987).

Although it has also

been proposed that congruence between dispositional control
and

situational or perceived control would reduce stress

effects,

this hypothesis was not supported

& Graybill,

(Stevens,

Kirsch,

1987) .

The importance of perceived situational control as a
potential moderator of stress will be indirectly addressed
in the present study.

Because humor will be the moderating

variable most focused on in the study,
to note the work of Prerost

(1983;

it is also important

1987)

that suggested that

control may be an important factor in the capacity to use
humor for mood regulation.

Both the likelihood and the

effectiveness of humor as a coping strategy may be
contingent upon perceived situational control.

Humor might

be maximally effective under conditions of external control
when other, more problem-oriented ways of coping,

are not

very effective.
Two studies comprise the present research endeavor.
First a pilot study to test the reliability and validity of
a daily hassles measure constructed for use with college
samples was tested.

Then,

study 2 followed a multiple

regression model to compare hassles versus life events
measures as they affect psychological distress and physical
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health,

and as they are moderated by humor and other general

ways of coping.

Pilot Study
A pilot study was done for the primary purpose of
testing the test-retest reliability of the College Student
Hassles Scale
Schaefer,

(CSHS) , a revision of the Kanner,

& Lazarus

college samples.

(1981)

Coyne,

Hassles Scale for use with

Daily hassles instruments have frequently

been used with college samples, but have not included
academic and social hassles that are essential to valid
measurement of collegiate subjects'' hassle levels.

Based on

the frequency of items endorsed on the Kanner et al

(1981)

Hassles Scale and on the information provided by debriefed
subjects from a college sample

(Catz & Ventis,

hassle items associated with holding a job,
basic skills,

children,

1989), many

owning a home,

and aging were dropped from the new

College Student Hassles Scale

(CSHS) and were replaced by

items associated with academic,

social,

and environmental

hassles commonly experienced by college populations.
Hassles metrics of stress were initially proposed as
alternatives to major life events measures of stress.
Although the predictive ability of hassles or minor life
stressors has been demonstrated to be superior to major life
events in predicting mental and physical health
Gannon,

1988; Delongis,

Coyne,

Dakof, Folkman,

(Banks &
& Lazarus,
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1982;

Holahan,

Holahan,

& Belk,

1984;

Ivancevich,

1986) ,

the hassles construct has remained a controversial one in
the stress literature.

This is largely due to the criticism

surrounding potential confounds in hassles measures
(Dohrenwend,Dohrenwend,
1986;

Green,

1988),

Dodson,

1986; Monroe,

& Shrout,

1983; Reich,

Parella,

& Filstead,

some of which we are attempting to control for in the

construction of the CSHS.
physical health,

illness,

When hassles are used to predict

there is a confound with hassle items

pertaining to health

(e.g.,

not enough sleep,

concerns about health in general)

depressive symptomology
For this reason,

(e.g.,

insomnia,

physical

and some

weight co nc e r n s ) .

a short scale that omits eight personal

health items was used when the CSHS
health,

1984; Flannery,

predicted physical

and a long scale that includes personal health items

was used in predicting general mood.

A second potential

confound inherent in hassles measures is the amount of
control that respondents have over various hassle
situations.

Since it is the degree of control that

respondents appraise that is of theoretical importance,

the

CSHS includes a perceived control index that differentiates
between hassles that are perceived to be amenable to change
and personal control and those which are perceived to be
externally controlled and to necessitate acceptance.

This

index can be construed as an attempt to separate out the
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effects of objective hassle items endorsed,

and the

subjective appraisal of these hassles.
By partially controlling for health and control
confounds,

and by increasing the sensitivity of the scale to

college subjects,

it was hoped that the CSHS would have

greater validity when used with college samples than either
the Kanner et al

(1981)

Hassles Scale or the revised Hassles

Scale developed by Delongis,

Folkman,

and Lazarus

(1988).

In this pilot study it seemed advisable to attempt to assess
the construct validity of the CSHS in addition to testing
test-retest reliability and the validity of individual scale
items.

With this goal in mind,

the CSHS was correlated with

measures of somatic symptoms, mood disturbance,

and life

satisfaction.
Method
Subjects
Thirty-three volunteer subjects from the introductory
psychology subject pool participated in the pilot study for
class credit.

Subjects were asked to meet with the

researcher twice at one-week intervals,

and 30 of them

returned to provide retest d a t a .
Materials
The first version of the College Student Hassles Scale
(CSHS) was composed of 100 hassle items.

Hassles were
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operationalized as daily stressors that can be irritants
ranging from minor annoyances to major pressures and
difficulties.

The scale was composed of ten a priori

categories:

close interpersonal relationships,

social life,

academic hassles,

environment,

time,

personal health,

general

personal environment,

internal conflicts/concerns,

and miscellaneous.

outside

chores,

Items were mostly

developed from hassle scales constructed by Kanner et al
(1981), Delongis et al
JBurgess

(1987).

(1988),

and Wolf,

Kissling and

Some items were generated based on the open

responses of 60 undergraduates who completed the Hassles
Scale

(Kanner et al,

humor coping response

1981)

in a study of hassles and the

(Catz & Ventis,

1989),

and some items

were generated solely on the basis of face validity.

The

instructions and scoring have been adapted from two sources;
the hassles intensity scale is from Delongis and colleagues'
(1988)

revised scale,

and the perceived control scale is

derived from a coping scale developed by Parkes

(1984) .

The College Student Hassles Scale has four scoring
indices:
severity,

hassle frequency,

hassle intensity,

and perceived c o n t r o l .

hassle

Hassle frequency is

calculated by counting the total number of hassle items
endorsed by the respondent.

Hassle intensity and severity

are assessed using a 4-point scale ranging from 0 to 3 where
0 = none or nonapplicable, 1 = somewhat,

2 = quite a bit,
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and 3 = a great deal.

To calculate intensity,

the responses

are summed and divided by the frequency of items endorsed
(e.g.,

responses of 1, 2, or 3) to yield an average index of

intensity independent of frequency.

To calculate severity,

the responses are summed and divided by the total number of
scale items to yield a proportional measure of severity that
is dependent on hassle frequency.

The perceived control

scale differentiates between hassles that are perceived to
be amenable to change and personal control

(C) and those

which are perceived to be externally controlled and to
necessitate acceptance

(A).

The forced choice response

between C and A for each hassle that is endorsed provides an
index of how perceived control relates to the severity of
minor stressors.
A revised CSHS was expected to be developed based on
an item analysis of the original scale,
items generated by the subjects.

and on open response

The CSHS was intended for

eventual use as a predictive instrument in study 2 of this
research p r o j e c t .
The Satisfaction With Life Scale
Larsen,

and Griffin,

1985)

(Diener,

Emmons,

is a 5-item scale that purports

to measure global life satisfaction without tapping related
constructs such as positive affect and negative affect.
Satisfaction With Life Scale
sample,

(SWLS)

The

was normed on a college

and has acceptable test-retest reliability,

r_ = .82,
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and a low correlation with the Marlowe-Crowne scale of
social desirability

(Crowne & Marlowe,

1964),

r_ = .02.

Items are responded to on a 7-point scale ranging from
strongly disagree to strongly agree.
5 (low life satisfaction)

to 35

Scores may range from

(high life satisfaction).

The scale includes items such as:

"In most ways my life is

close to my ideal" and "If I could live my life over,

I

would change almost nothing."
The Profile of Mood States
Droppleman,
1977)

(McNair,

Lorr,

1971) , and the Symptom Checklist-90

&
(Derogatis,

are explained in the materials section of study 2.

Procedure
Subjects were administered the College Student Hassles
Scale,

the Profile of Mood States,

the SCL-90,

the somatization scale of

and the Satisfaction With Life Scale at time 1.

The participants were given a CSHS with the instructions to
circle all the hassles that were typically experienced by
them.

One week later,

at time 2, the respondents were asked

to complete the same version of the CSHS as they completed
at time 1.

Subjects were asked to add any of their hassles

to the questionnaire that had been missed.
Results
The results of the test-retest reliability
correlations on the four subscales of the College Student
Hassles Scale indicate that the measure has acceptable
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levels of reliability.

Time 1 and Time 2 measures of the

Hassles Frequency subscale, £=.837, £<.0001,

the Intensity

subscale, £=.801, £><.0001, the Severity subscale, £=.859,
£.<.0001, and the Perceived Control subscale, £=.803, £<.0001
yielded robust correlations at a one week time interval.
The results of the cross-validity correlations
performed on the data collected at Time 1 indicate that the
Hassle Frequency,

Intensity,

and Severity subscales are each

strongly and positively correlated with total mood
disturbance and somatization.

Of these three scales,

only

Hassle Intensity correlated significantly in a negative
direction with life satisfaction.

The Perceived Control

subscale did not significantly correlate with somatization
or mood disturbance,

but it was moderately correlated with

life satisfaction in a negative direction.

See table 1 for

the correlation coefficients.

The short subscales of the

College Student Hassles Scale

(with health items deleted)

did not correlate quite as strongly with somatization as the
more confounded long scale did, but the relationships
between somatization and Short Frequency, £=.465, £<.01,
Intensity, £=.597, £<.0001,

and Severity, £=.598, £<.0001

indices were still strong.
Intercorrelations among the four Hassles subscales
were very strong in general.

Correlations between the long

hassle scales and their respective short versions were in
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Table 1
Correlations of All Variables in the College Student
Hassles Scale Pilot Study

Pre

Pre

Pre

Somatization

Life
Sat.

Hassle Fre., Hassle Int.. Hassle Sev.
Pre Hassle Fre.
1.000
Pre Hassle Int.
0.666****
Pre Hassle Sev.
0.918****
Somatization
0.484**
Life Sat.
-0.220
M ood Disturbance 0.468**
Post Hassle Fre. 0.837****
Post Hassle Int. 0.552**
Post Hassle Sev. 0.836****
Pre Hassle Con.
0.529**
Post Hassle Con. 0.681****
Short Fre.
0.996****
Short Int.
0.669****
Short Sev.
0.923****

1.000
0.895****
0.601****
-0.373*
0.491**
0.405*
0.801****
0.709****
0.488**
0.455*
0.636****
0.997 * * * *
0.884****

Mood

Post

1.000
0.608****
-0.288
0.526**
0.687****
0.733****
0.859****
0.548**
0.640****
0.901****
0.896****
0.998****

Post

1.000
-0.180
0.458*
0.411*
0.662****
0 .676****
0.172
0.322
0.465**
0.597****
0.598****

1.000
-0.344
-0.026
-0.213
-0.127
-0.442*
-0.313
-0.216
-0.371*
-0.288

Post

Disturbance Hassle Fre. Hassle Int. Hassle Sev.
Mood Disturbance
Post Hassle Fre.
Post Hassle Int.
Post Hassle Sev.
Pre Hassle Con.
Post Hassle Con.
Short Fre.
Short Int.
Short Sev.

1.000
0.405*
0.582***
0.566***
0.311
0.314
0.448*
0.473**
0.507**

Post

1.000
0.383*
0.845****
0.264
0.615****
0.840****
0.416*
0.697****

Short

Hassle Con. Fre.
Post Hassle Con. 1.000
Short Fre.
0.673****
Short Int.
0.454*
Short Sev.
0.636****
*^<.05.

**£<.01.

1.000
0.641****
0.910****

***£<.001.

1.000
0.793****
0.361*
0.375*
0.532**
0.791****
0.723****

1.000
0.349
0.609****
0.826****
0.712****
0.861****

Short

Short

Int.

Sev.

1.000
0.889****

1.000

****£<.0001.

n = 30

Pre
Hassle Con.

1.000
0.803**1
0.503**
0.479**
0.531**
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excess of

.99.

The strong,

positive correlations between

Perceived Control and the other three hassles subscales are
of theoretical interest because they suggest that selfreported hassle frequency,

intensity,

and severity tend to

covary linearly with levels of overall perceived

control

over minor stressors.
Individual analysis of the 100 College Student Hassles
Scale items indicated that each of the items were endorsed
by at least one of the 30 subjects.

None of the original

items were dropped from the scale on the basis of
nonresponse.
subjects,

Additional hassle items were generated by the

and three of them were added to the scale.

The

revised scale has 103 items including the following new
items:

"waking up early in the morning,

too many steps to

climb," and "poor maintenance of your residence."

The

revised College Student Hassles Scale used in Study 2 is
presented in Appendix A.
Discussion
When subjects were asked to report their "typical"
hassles,

the test-retest reliability of the College Student

Hassles Scale reached acceptable levels.

The instructions

to endorse typical hassles were used in order to model the
instructions Kanner et al
of their Hassles Scale.

(1981)
However,

employed in the development
the College Student

Hassles Scale is meant to be sensitive to changes in daily
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stressors across time.

When the instructions are changed to

endorsing hassles experienced during a limited time period
such as a day, week,

or month,

a reliable scale should also

reflect the fluctuating nature of many minor stressors.
A rough assessment of construct validity was made by
exploring the relationship between hassles and indices of
general mood disturbance,
life satisfaction.

somatic complaints,

and global

If the CSHS effectively tapped in to

levels of everyday stress,

then it was expected that

negative symptoms traditionally associated with high levels
of stress would be directly related to the hassles measures.
Because the nature of this study is correlational,

it cannot

be inferred from such a relationship that high levels of
minor stressors cause mood disturbance or somatic symptoms,
since it is equally possible that higher levels of
disturbance cause people to be more sensitive to stress,

or

that some third variable like major life stressors affect
both hassles and negative symptoms.

Nonetheless,

important to find that Hassle Frequency,

it was

Hassle Intensity,

and Hassle Severity measures were strongly related to mood
disturbance and somatization in a positive direction,
because the utility of hassles as a stress construct is
therefore likely to be high.
The negative relationship between the perceived
control over hassles,

and global life satisfaction is of
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theoretical i n ter es t.

The way in which perceived control of

minor stressors seems to tap in to some dimension of overall
life satisfaction is consistent with a hypothesis that
control might be a relatively stable personality or "locus
of control" variable.

The finding that the number of

hassles rated as controllable did not have a significant
direct relationship with affective disturbance or
somatization is inconsistent with a hypothesis that
situational control rather than locus of control is the
salient dimension of perceived control over stressors.
Correlations among the Perceived Control scale of the
College Student Hassles Scale and the other hassles
subscales were performed for the purpose of investigating
the relationship between control and the appraisal of the
intensity and severity of minor stressors.

It was found

that perceived control increased with increases in the
frequency,

intensity,

and severity of hassles endorsed.

It

is likely that these results are in part an artifact of the
way in which the Perceived Control subscale was calculated.
The raw number of items rated as controllable may be a
function of how many total items were endorsed as hassles.
It is also possible that situational control does act as a
confound with other measures of hassles,

since it covaries

with the other hassle subscales but not with negative
symptoms.
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Short versions of the hassles subscales were
calculated by omitting health-related items from the
Frequency,

Intensity,

and Severity sc a l e s .

The combination

of the short scales being highly correlated with the long
versions,

and of the short scales correlating nearly as well

with somatic complaints as the long scales,
of several t h i n g s .

could mean one

Either the short scales are such a good

substitute for the long scales because the confounded health
items are not very important,

or the short scales are not

doing an adequate job of controlling the health confound.
It is difficult to determine which is the case,
with such a small sample size,

especially

so the ostensibly less

confounded short scales should continue to be used with
health-related m e a s u r e s .

Study 2
Two types of life stress
hassles)

(major events and minor

have been found to predict both psychological

distress and physical health outcomes
Schaefer & Lazarus,

1981; Monroe,

(Kanner,

1982) .

Coyne,

A heated debate

has focused on which type of stress measure has more utility
and greater predictive power.
debate,

The resolution to this

as with so many apparently conflicting psychological

constructs,

is that "it depends."

of coping strategies are used,

It depends on what kind

and how effective these

strategies are in mediating the negative impact of major or
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minor life stressors.

For this reason,

the present study

sought to compare hassles and life events measures in
relation to specific kinds of coping strategies as they
collectively impact on negative mood and somatic symptom
"ou tco me s."

Humor as a coping strategy was selected as a

"moderator" variable because it is the kind of coping
response that may be differentially effective in moderating
the effect of daily hassles versus major life events.

It

was hypothesized that humor would be more effective when
used as a strategy to cope with daily hassles because
hassles lend themselves more readily to individual
interpretation and reappraisal.

In order to broaden the

scope of this study to include other, more general,

coping

strategies that may be differentially employed with major
life events and daily hassles,

a ways of coping measure was

also included in the study.
Method
Subjects
One-hundred-seventy-three volunteer subjects from the
introductory psychology subject pool participated in the
study for class credit.

Participants met with the

researcher in large groups of 40 to 50 for the purpose of
completing ten questionnaires.
Materials
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Predictor Variables
The College Student Hassles Scale

(CSHS) was designed

to accurately assess the level of everyday stress reported
by the respondents.

Details of the scale's development are

described fully in the pilot study above.

Respondents were

asked to endorse all of the hassles they experienced in the
last month,

and to rate their subjective intensity and

perceived controllability.

Three summary scores were

calculated to yield measures of hassle frequency,
intensity,

and hassle severity.

hassle

Hassle frequency was

calculated by counting the total number of hassle items
endorsed by the respon den t.

Hassle intensity and severity

were assessed using a 4-point scale ranging from 0 to 3
where 0 = none or nonapplicable, 1 = somewhat,
bit,

and 3 = a great deal.

2 = quite a

To calculate intensity,

the

responses were summed and divided by the frequency of items
endorsed to yield an average index of intensity independent
of frequency.

To calculate severity,

summed and divided by 103

the responses were

(total number of items)

to yield a

proportional measure of severity dependent on hassle
frequency.

The College Student Hassles Scale was developed

to be the stress measure for the present study in order to:
(a) test whether hassles are more strongly moderated by
humor than are life events,

and

(b) investigate the

predictive power of hassles versus life events on health and
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mood outcomes in a college s ample.
The College Student Life Events Schedule
Lakey,

1982)

(Sandler &

was selected as the life events measure to be

compared with the College Student Hassles Scale because it
was developed for use specifically with college p o p ul at ion s.
The original scale consists of 112 items.

However,

a

shorter version of the scale was used that had no items
clearly overlapping with the hassles scale,
avoid confounding the two measures.

Sample items include

being rejected from a social organization,
graduate school,
of a friend.

in order to

applying to

the remarriage of a parent,

and the death

Respondents report the occurrence of each

event during the past 12-month period,
events they endorse were positive,

and rate whether the

negative,

or neutral.

Following the scoring procedure of Sandler and Lakey

(1982),

the measure of life stress was calculated as the unit
weighted sum of all negatively rated
slightly negative)

(very negative or

life events endorsed.
Moderator Variables

The Coping Humor Scale
Lefcourt

(1983)

(CHS) developed by Martin and

consists of seven items which were

specifically designed to measure the degree to which
respondents report using humor to cope with stressful
experiences.

The scale contains items such as,

"I usually

look for something comical to say when I am in tense
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situations," and "I often lose my sense of humor when I am
tense."

Respondents rate the degree to which they agree

with each item on a 4-point scale ranging from strongly
disagree to strongly agree.

The total score is computed by

summing scores across the seven i t e m s .
(1986)

Lefcourt and Martin

report that internal consistency analyses yield

Cronbach alpha coefficients in the

.60 to

.70 range,

and

that several validity studies have shown the CHS to be
significantly correlated to a number of behavioral indices
of humor and to self-report measures of stress.

Scores on

the Coping Humor Scale were chosen as a variable in the
present study because the CHS is the most direct measure of
reported relationships between humor-coping and stress.
The Metamessage Sensitivity subscale of Svebak' s
(1974)

Sense of Humor Questionnaire measures the ability to

recognize humor in situations.

It was chosen as a measure

in the present study as a supplement to the Coping Humor
Scale because it is theoretically consistent with an
appraisal approach to stress and coping.

The Metamessage

Sensitivity subscale is comprised of 6 of the 21 items on
the Sense of Humor Questionnaire.

Sample items include:

"I

would say that I have much cause for amusement during an
ordinary day" and "I often miss the comical point in a
situation where others catch on."

Respondents rate the

degree to which they agree with each item on a 4-point scale
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ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree.

The total

score is computed by summing scores across the six items.
The Ways of Coping Questionnaire
1988b)

(Folkman & Lazarus,

is an instrument designed to assess coping processes.

The Questionnaire consists of 50 items,

each of which is

responded to on a 4-point scale indicating the frequency
with which each strategy is used.
(does not apply or not used)

The scale ranges from 0

to 3 (used a great d e a l ) .

Raw

scores or relative scores can be calculated for each of
eight coping scales.

Raw scores are the sums of the items

from each scale and relative scores are an average within
and across scales that controls for the unequal items per
scale and unequal response rates.
derived by Folkman and Lazarus
coping,
support,

distancing,

(1988b)

self-controlling,

accepting responsibility,

problem-solving,

The eight coping scales
include:

confrontive

seeking social

escape-avoidance, planful

and positive reappraisal.

The Ways of

Coping Questionnaire is designed to be answered by
respondents in terms of a specific stressful encounter that
may either be chosen by the researcher or by the re spo n d e n t .
For the purposes of the present study,
completed the questionnaire twice,

respondents

once with a hassle

situation of their choice and once with a major event of
their choice.

A time frame of one week was given to choose

the most stressful hassle encounter,

and a time frame of six
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months was given for the most stressful major life event
encountered.

Due to the nature of the scoring system and

the number of coping scales,

the Ways of Coping

Questionnaire was correlated with the other measures in the
study rather than entered into the regression equations.
The Marlowe-Crowne Scale of Social Desirability
(Crowne & Marlowe,

1964)

is a widely used measure that could

be meaningfully correlated with the other scales in this
study to provide an estimate of the degree to which
questionnaire responses were biased by respondents'
tendencies to make socially desirable responses.
items on the scale include,

Sample

"Before voting I thoroughly

investigate the qualifications of all the candidates," and
"My table manners at home are as good as when I eat out in a
restaurant."

The scale is composed of 33 true/false items

on which socially desirable responses receive one less point
than those that are not,

when the items are summed together.

Dependent Variables
The Profile of Mood States
McNair,

Lorr and Droppleman

(POMS), constructed by

(1971)

predominant current mood levels.

was designed to assess
The POMS consists of 65,

5-point adjective rating scales that yield highly correlated
scores on one positive mood
(Tension, Depression,

Anger,

(Vigor)

and five negative moods

Fatigue,

and Confusio n) .

Following the example of Lefcourt and Martin

(1986),

the
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Total Mood Disturbance score of the POMS was used as a
dependent measure of mood in the present study.

Total Mood

Disturbance is calculated by summing the five negative mood
scores and subtracting the Vigor score.
The Beck Depression Inventory

(Beck,

used measure of depressive symptoms.

1961)

is a widely

It was chosen in

addition to the POMS as a dependent measure of psychological
distress because past research

(Porterfield,

1987)

found

that life stress more directly predicted depression than any
other health or psychological
Inventory

(BDI)

outcome.

The Beck Depression

consists of 21 forced choice items that

receive scores ranging from 0 to 3 based on how much they
reflect symptoms of depression.

For example,

"I do not feel

sad” is scored 0, but MI am so sad or unhappy that I can't
stand it" is scored 3.

Total scores on the BDI are

calculated by summing the scores on all i t e m s .
The somatization scale of the Symptom Checklist-90
(SCL-90)

(Derogatis,

1977)

is a self-report measure of

somatic symptoms that includes 12 items.

Sample items

include "headaches" and "heavy feelings in your arms or
legs."

Respondents are asked to rate the discomfort each

item has caused during the past week on a 5-point scale
ranging from 0 (not at all) to 4 (extremely).

The

somatization score is calculated by getting the mean of
ratings on the 12 i t e m s .
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Procedure
Participants anonymously completed ten questionnaires
while seated in a classroom with 40 to 50 other students.
The researcher informed the participants of the general
nature of the study prior to their receiving the
questionnaires.

They were told:

"We are gathering

information about different kinds of stress that college
students may experience in their lives,

and the ways that

they typically deal with and react to i t ."

Reading and

following directions carefully was stressed,

and

participants had the opportunity to ask questions regarding
the instructions throughout the session.

They were given

all of the questionnaires in one packet,

and were asked to

do them in the order in which they were given.

One hour was

allotted for completion of the questionnaires.
Results
A planned series of hierarchical multiple regression
analyses were performed on the data.
(hassles and life events)

The stress variables

and the moderator variables

(coping-humor and metamessage sensitivity)

were entered into

the regression equations to predict the scores on the
Profile of Mood States,
Somatic Symptoms scales,

Beck Depression Inventory,

and

using separate regression analyses

for each dependent measure.

The Hassles Severity subscale

was selected for use as the hassles measure on the basis of
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its relatively high correlations with the three dependent
measures.

When somatic symptoms was the dependent measure,

the short version of the College Student Hassles Scale
eight health items deleted)

(with

was used in the regression.

The

short version of the College Student Life Events Schedule
(with hassles items deleted)

was used in all of the

regressions to reduce confounding between the two stress
measures.

It was determined that the short version was an

acceptable substitute for the original College Student Life
Events Schedule, _r=.9 66, JP<.0001.
Six hierarchical multiple regressions were performed,
two for each of the three dependent measures.

The variables

were entered into the equations in the following a priori
orders:

(a) hassles,

sensitivity and

life events,

(b) life events,

humor-sensitivity.

humor-coping,

hassles,

humor-

humor-coping,

The purpose of alternating the orders of

the two stress variables was to determine how much more
variability in the dependent measures was predicted by
hassles beyond life events and vice versa.
The results of the hierarchical multiple regressions
on Total Mood Disturbance scores supported the hypothesis
that the College Student Hassles Scale would predict more of
the variability in general mood disturbance than the College
Student Life Events Schedule.
first into the equation,

When hassles was entered

life events predicted only 3.1%
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more of the variability in mood disturbance than hassles
did.

When life events were entered first into the equation,

hassles added 22.7% to the predicted variability in mood
disturbance.

The hypothesis that humor-coping and humor-

sensitivity would be good predictors of mood disturbance was
not supported.

The two stress measures and two humor

measures together were able to predict 45% of the
variability in mood disturbance,

but the majority of this

was accounted for by the stress measures.

See table 2 for

the regression data for mood disturbance.
The results of the hierarchical multiple regressions
on depression scores did not clearly support the hypothesis
that hassles would be better predictors of depression than
life events,
direction.

although there is a slight trend in that
Similar to the general mood disturbance measure,

depression was not substantially predicted by scores on the
Coping Humor Scale or the Metamessage Sensitivity Scale.
The four predictor variables were able to account for 41.6%
of the variability in self-reported depression.

See table 3

for the regression data for depression.
The results of the hierarchical multiple regressions
on somatic symptoms show that only 21.5% of the variability
in somatization was predicted by the two stress measures
together,

and that neither of the humor measures added

anything to the prediction.

The hypothesis that hassles

47
Table 2

Hierarchical Multiple Regressions predicting Mood
Disturbance

Step

Predictor

R

R2

R2 Increase

1

Hassle Severity

.605

.366

2

Life Events

.630

.397

+ .031

3

Coping Humor

.664

.441

+ .044

4

Humor Sensitivity

.671

.450

+ .009
n=l 67

Step

Predictor

R

R2

R2 Increase

1

Life Events

.413

.170

2

Hassle Severity

.630

.397

+ .227

3

Coping Humor

.664

.441

+ .044

4

Humor Sensitivity

.671

.450

+ .009
n=l 67
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Table 3

Hierarchical Multiple Regressions Predicting Depression

Step

Predictor

R

R2

R2 Increase

1'

Hassle Severity-

.529

.280

2

Life Events

.624

.390

+ .110

3

Coping Humor

.643

.413

+ .023

4

Humor Sensitivity

.645

.416

+ .003
n=l 66

Step

Predictor

R

R2

1

Life Events

.526

.277

2

Hassle Severity

.624

.390

3.

Coping Humor

.643

4

Humor Sensitivity

.645

.413
.416

R2 Increase

+ .113
+ .023
+ .003
n=l 66
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would be better predictors than life events was not as
clearly supported for somatization as it was for mood
disturbance.
equation,

When hassles was entered first into the

life events predicted 3.4% more of the variability

in somatization than hassles did.
entered first into the equation,

When life events were
hassles added 9.5% to the

predicted variability in somatization.

See table 4 for the

regression data for somatic symptoms.
Pearson correlation coefficients were calculated among
all of the variables that were of theoretical interest,
including social desirability and the two sets of Ways of
Coping Questionnaire subscales,

as well as the independent

and dependent variables from the regression analyses.
The Marlowe-Crowne Scale of Social Desirability was
included in the study to determine if responses on any of
the self-report measures correlated significantly with
social desirability.

There were no significant correlations

between social desirability scores and any other measure in
the s t u d y .
The two Ways of Coping Questionnaires
hassle and a major life event)

(one each for a

could not be entered into the

regression analyses due to the method of scoring and the
large number of scales that would have severely jeopardized
statistical power if entered into the e q uat ion s.

It was

hypothesized that the patterns of coping strategies that
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Table 4

Hierarchical Multiple Repressions Predictincr Somatization

Step

Predictor

R

R2

R2 Increase

1

Hassle Severity

.425

.181

2

Life Events

.464

.215

+ .034

3

Coping Humor

.464

.215

+ .000

4

Humor Sensitivity

.464

.215

+ .000
n=l 67

Step

Predictor

R

R2

R2 Increase

1

Life Events

.346

.120

2

Hassle Severity

.464

.215

+ .095

3

Coping Humor

.464

.215

+ .000

4

Humor Sensitivity

.464

.215

+ .000
n=l 67

subjects reported using for a hassle situation versus a
major life event would be d iff e r e n t .

Pearson correlations

show that the eight Ways of Coping scales for a hassle were
moderately correlated in a positive direction with the same
scales for a major life event.

The coping strategies that

appeared least related between hassles and life events were
problem-solving, _ r = . 3 5 2 ,
r_=.365, j d < . 0 0 0 1 .

jdc.OOOI,

and confrontive coping,

The coping strategies that appeared most

related between hassles and life events were escape,
jdc.OOOI, and reappraisal r _ = . 5 3 3 , jdc.OOOI.

:=. 5 2 9 ,

2

See table 5 for

correlations between each of the eight pairs of Ways of
Coping s c a l e s .
See table 6 for correlations between all of the coping
strategies and mood disturbance,
somatization scores.

depression,

and

Because reappraisal coping processes

are of the most theoretical interest,

tests of the

differences between the positive reappraisal of hassles and
the positive reappraisal of life events as they correlate
with mood disturbance,
performed.

depression,

and somatization were

It was found that the hassle reappraisal/mood

disturbance correlation coefficient was significantly
different from the life events reappraisal/mood disturbance
correlation coefficient, j t = 2 . 1 9 4 ,

jdc.05.

No significant

differences were found when the two types of reappraisal
were compared as they related to depression and
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Table 5

Correlations Between Hassle Versus Life Event Pairs
of the Wavs of Cooing Questionnaire Scales

Coping Scale

EL

1

Confrontive

0 .365

.0001

2

Distancing

0 .425

.0001

3

Self-Controlling

0 .511

.0001

4

Seeking Social Support

0 .399

.0001

5

Accept Responsibility

0 .415

.0001

6

Escape-Avoidance

0 .529

.0001

7

Planful Problem Solving

0 .352

.0001

8

Positive Reappraisal

0.533

.0001
n=153
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Table 6

Correlations Between Coping Strategies and Negative
Outcome Measures

Mood
Depression
Disturbance
Hassle
Hassle
Hassle
Hassle
Hassle
Hassle
Hassle
Hassle
Life
Life
Life
Life
Life
Life
Life
Life

Confrontive
Distancing
Self-Controlling
Social Support
Responsibility
Escape
Problem Solving
Reappraisal

Events
Events
Events
Events
Events
Events
Events
Events

*]D< . 0 5 .

Confrontive
Distancing
Self-Control
Social Sup.
Respons.
Escape
Prob. Solv.
Reappraisal

* *jd< .0 1 .

* * *jd<

Somatization

0.32 9****
0.222**
0.345****
0.277***
0.352****
0.556****
0.122
0 .259***

0 .208**
0 .137
0 .230**
0 .123
0 .314****
0 .498****
0 .027
0 .Ill

0 .249**
0 .007
0.089
0 .238**
0 .204*
0.293****
0.159*
0 .143

0 .312****
0 .267***
0 .368****
0.163*
0.306****
0.351****
0.384****
0.092

0 .178*
0 .224**
0 .304****
0 .109
0 .239**
0 .389****
0 .211**
0.066

0 .291****
0 .074
0 .251**
0 .281****
0 .229**
0 .271***
0.201*
0.095

.0 0 1 .

* * * *jd< .0 0 0 1 .

n=153
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somatization.

It is also important to note that by far the

most robust correlations between coping strategies and
negative stress outcomes were those between hassle escape
and m ood disturbance and between hassle escape and
depression,

and that all of the coping strategies were

positively correlated with the negative outcome variables.
Partial correlations were performed in an attempt to
determine whether stress levels played a part in the
unexpected direct relationship between the Ways of Coping
scales and negative outcomes.

Tables 7-9 show partial

correlations of the coping strategies and negative outcome
variables with hassle severity and major life events
measures partialled o u t .

When hassles alone were partialled

out, there were far fewer significant correlations between
coping strategies and mood disturbance,

depression,

and

somatization than when life events alone were partialled
out.

When both were removed,

only escape-avoidance of

hassles remained as significantly related to mood
disturbance and depression.

It was hoped that partialling

out stressors would reveal inverse relationships between the
coping scales of the Ways of Coping Questionnaire and
negative affective/somatic symptoms,

but these relationships

were not found.
A Pearson correlation matrix was calculated for the
four predictor variables and the three dependent variables
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Table 7
P a r t i a l C o r r e l a t i o n s Be t w e e n Copi n g S t r a tegies and N e g ative

Outcome Measures with Hassle Severity Removed

Depression
Mood
Disturbance
Hassle
Hassle
Hassle
Hassle
Hassle
Hassle
Hassle
Hassle

Life
Life
Life
Life
Life
Life
Life
Life

Confrontive
Distancing
Self-Controlling
Social Support
Responsibility
Escape
Problem Solving
Reappraisal

Events
Events
Events
Events
Events
Events
Events
Events

*£< .05.

0 .176
0.067
0.103
0.066
0 .176
0 .390**
-0 .026
0 .097

Confrontive
0 .151
Distancing
0 .161
S e l f -Co nto l. 0 .187
Social Sup.
-0.008
Respons.
0 .119
Escape
0 .228*
Prob. Solv.
0 .168
Reappraisal
-0.105

* *£< .01.

Somatization

0 .036
-0 .023
-0.023
-0.108
0 .152
0 .323**
-0.122
-0.073

0 .123
-0 .141
-0 .138
0.081
0 .059
0 .099
0 .064
0 .013

-0.002
0.113
0 .118
-0.061
0 .044
0 .282**
-0.024
-0.107

0 .168
-0 .036
0 .093
0.174
0 .079
0 .156
0 .012
-0.038
n=l 57
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Table 8
Pa r t i a l Corre l a t i o n s Be t w e e n Coping Strategies and Negat i v e

Outcome Measures with Stressful Life Events Removed

Mood
Disturbance
Hassle
Hassle
Hassle
Hassle
Hassle
Hassle
Hassle
Hassle
Life
Life
Life
Life
Life
Life
Life
Life

Confrontive
Distancing
Self-Controlling
Social Support
Responsibility
Escape
Problem Solving
Reappraisal

Events
Events
Events
Events
Events
Events
Events
Events

*£< .05.

Confrontive
Distancing
Self-Control
Social Sup.
Respons.
Escape
Prob. Solv.
Reappraisal

* *£< .01.

Depression

0 .248*
0 .204*
0 .315**
0 .231*
0 .258**
0.502**
0.090
0 .223*

0 .066
0 .097
0 .175
0.029
0 .195*
0 .402**
-0.030
0.043

0.224*
0 .234*
0 .296**
0 .112
0 .252*
0.255**
0 .320**
0 .039

0.037
0 .171
0 .181
0 .014
0 .151
0 .249*
0 .109
-0.016

Somatizatioi

0 .171
-0.022
0 .051
0 .196*
0 .121
0 .210*
0 .139
0 .114
0 .214*
0.032
0.173
0 .238*
0 .177
0.166
0.138
0.051
n=157
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Table

9

P a r t i a l C o r r e l a t i o n s B e t ween Copi n g Strategies and N e g a t i v e

Outcome Measures with Hassles and Life Events Removed

Mood
Depression
Disturbance
Hassle
Hassle
Hassle
Hassle
Hassle
Hassle
Hassle
Hassle
Life
Life
Life
Life
Life
Life
Life
Life

Confrontive
Distancing
Self-Controlling
Social Support
Responsibility
Escape
Problem Solving
Reappraisal

Events
Events
Events
Events
Events
Events
Events
Events

*]D< .05.

0 .147
0 .071
0 .117
0.061
0.153
0 .369**
-0 .025
0 .101

Confrontive
0.128
Distancing
0 .153
0 .161
Self-Control
Social Sup.
-0.023
Respons.
0 .114
Escape
0 .184
Prob. Solv.
0.163
Reappraisal
-0.115

**jd< .01.

Somatizatioi

-0.037
-0 .018
0 .002
-0.132
0.105
0.281**
-0.131
-0 .075

0.090
-0 .141
-0.128
0.076
0 .031
0.066
0 .067
0 .016

-0.062
0 .099
0.061
-0.099
0.031
0.190
-0.046
-0.136

0 .144
-0.049
0 .063
0.163
0 .073
0.103
0 .003
-0 .049
n=157
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that were used in the regression analysis,

as well as the

two hassles subscales that were not entered into the
regressions.

See Table 10 for this matrix.

The Total Mood

Disturbance scores from the Profile of Mood States were
correlated strongly and positively with scores on the Beck
Depression Inventory

(BDI), and moderately and positively

with the Somatic Symptoms scale of the S C L - 9 0 .

The BDI also

correlated moderately and positively with the Somatic
Symptoms scale.

The Hassle Severity subscale of the College

Student Hassles Scale
regressions)

(which was the subscale used in the

was very strongly and positively correlated

with the Frequency and Intensity subscales,
the mood disturbance,

depression,

as well as with

and somatization measures.

Hassle Frequency and Intensity subscales were only weakly
correlated with one another.

Hassle Intensity was strongly

correlated with mood disturbance and moderately correlated
with somatization in a positive direction.

Hassle Frequency

was moderately and positively correlated with the three
outcome measures.

Short versions of each hassles subscale

follow the same pattern as the long scales.

Hassle Severity

and the short Life Events scale were moderately correlated
in a positive direction, _r=.393, £<.0001,
were the

but less so than

Hassle Severity and the long Life Events scale,

r_=.450, ^<.0001.

The short College Student Life Events

Schedule was positively correlated with mood disturbance to
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Table

10

Correlations Among Stress, Humor,

and Negative

Outcome Variables

Hassle Frequency
Hassle Intensity
Hassle Severity
Short Frequency
Short Intensity
Short Severity
Life Events
Humor Coping
Humor Sensitivity
Mood Disturbance
Depression
Somatization

Short Severity
Life Events
Humor Coping
Humor Sensitivity
Mood Disturbance
Depression
Somatization

Hassle

Hassle

Hassle

Short

Short

Frequency

Intensity

Severity

Frequency

Intensity

1.000
0 . 2 2 2 **

0 .817****
0.996****
0.219**
0.809****
0.288****
-0.075
-0.053
0.397****
0.351****
0.335****

1.000
0.729****
0.215**
0.995****
0.729****
0.317****
-0.105
-0.176*
0.539****
0.505****
0.380****

1.000
0.811****
0.725****
0.996****
0.393****
-0.117
-0.154
0.598****
0.538****
0.461****

1.000
0.214**
0.810****
0.285****
-0.089
-0.062
0.397****
0.347****
0.306****

Humor

Humor

Severity

Events

Coping

Sensitivity

1.000
0.385****
-0.124
-0.162*
0.599****.
0.528****
0.429****

1.000
-0.068
-0.128
0.373****
0.506****
0.349****

1.000
0.403****
-0.276***
- 0 . 210 * *
-0.057

1.000
-0.275***
-0.225**
-

0.101

Depression

Somatization

**£<.01.

1.000
0.707****
0.441****

1.000
0.392****

1.000

***£<.001.

****£<.0001.

n=153

0.101

-0.177*
0.536****
0.488****
0.359****

Life

Disturbance

*£<.05.

-

Short

Mood

M ood Disturbance
Depression
Somatization

1.000
0.731****
0. 307****
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a moderate extent,

with depression to a strong extent,

with somatization to a moderate e x t e n t .
Coping Humor Scale
Scale

(CHS)

and

Scores on the

and the Metamessage Sensitivity

(MS) were weakly and negatively correlated with mood

disturbance and depression,

but were not significantly

correlated with somatization.

The CHS and MS were

moderately interrelated, _r=.403, jqc.OOOl.

Neither humor

variable was significantly related to life events or to the
majority of the hassles measures,

but it is of interest that

the trend was in a negative direction.
Discussion
Hassles

were found to

be better than major life

stressors as

predictors of

both mood disturbance and

somatization.

This finding is similar to the findings of

much past research on the hassles construct
1988; Delongis,
Holahan,

Coyne,

Holahan,

Dakof,

& Belk,

Folkman,

1984;

(Banks & Gannon,

& Lazarus,

Ivancevich,

1982;

1986) .

When

hassles and life events measures were each entered first
into the regression equations,
events)

hassles

(compared to life

added 7 times more variability in predicting mood

disturbance.

Hassles added almost 3 times more variability

in predicting somatization.

Thus,

for college subjects,

hassles seem

to contribute

more to mood disturbance and

somatization

than do major

life events.

college students'

As predictors of

self-reported depressive symptoms,
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however, major life events and hassles were found to be
equivalent.

Both hassles and life events correlate strongly

and positively with all three dependent measures used in the
regressions.

Using both measures together as predictors

seems to be the best way to assess the impact of stress
levels on depression,

since in this study they together

accounted for 39% of the variability in depression.
fact,

In

all of the findings of the present study suggest that

both hassles and life events are important predictors of
affective/health symptoms,

and that in future research it

might be beneficial to use both kinds of stress levels in
conjunction with one another.
Perhaps depression is predicted as well by life events
as hassles because it is a less transient phenomenon than
general mood disturbance or somatic complaints.

Or perhaps

depression makes people more sensitive to major stressors,
or less able to cope with them relative to coping with
hassles.

There are many possible explanations for why the

trend for hassles being superior predictors of negative
symptoms is not found for depression;

all of them are purely

specu lat iv e.
Humor was expected to relate differentially to the
hassles versus major life events stressors,

but since no

significant relationships between humor-coping and either
stress measure were found,

it was not really possible to
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determine if the use of humor as a coping strategy relates
to them differently.

However,

it should be noted that humor

sensitivity is very weakly related to hassle intensity and
the short hassle severity scale in a negative direction.
These relationships are so weak

(and bolstered to

significance by the large sample size)

that it is wiser not

to speculate on what these mixed findings concerning the
humor variables might mean.

Humor-coping and humor

sensitivity were significantly related to mood disturbance
and depression in an inverse direction,
not related to somatization.

although humor was

The negative relationship

between humor-coping and negative affect suggests that the
use of humor may act in opposition to other factors
stress)

that contribute to negative affect.

(like

Unfortunately,

the combined power of hassles and life events as predictors
of mood disturbance,

depression,

respective regression equations,

and somatization in their
completely overshadowed the

predictive power of the two humor measures.

Although it is

expected from the significant correlations that the humor
measures do predict some amount of the variability in mood
disturbance,

the more powerful stress measures would have to

be omitted from the equation in order to obtain such an
effect.
Perhaps it should not be so surprising that humorcoping is such a weak predictor of negative outcome
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variables.

It is just one of many coping variables that may

hypothetically moderate the impact of s t r ess ors .

Compared

to the coping strategies explored in this study with the
Ways of Coping Questionnaire

(Folkman & Lazarus,

1988b),

humor as a coping strategy looks like a relatively good
moderator of negative affect.

Contrary to the hypothesized

negative relationship between the use of coping strategies
and negative stress outcomes,

the coping scales of the Ways

of Coping Questionnaire were all positively correlated with
negative affective/somatic symptoms.
going on here,

What appears to be

is that the more distressed people are,

the

more coping strategies they report having used to deal with
a specific stressful situation.

This could be due to higher

levels of overall stress increasing both the number of
coping strategies used to deal with a particular stressor,
and simultaneously increasing negative affective/somatic
disturbance.

In order to investigate the role played by

overall stress levels in the direct relationship between
coping strategies and negative symptoms,

partial

correlations were performed in which hassles and life events
stress levels were partialled o u t .

It makes some sense that

the use of an escape-avoidance coping strategy might be
positively related to negative symptoms,

since this kind of

strategy is in effect "non-coping" rather than coping.
Thus,

it is understandable that even when hassles and life
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events were partialled out separately,

the positive

relationship remains between escape-avoidance and mood
disturbance and depression.
were both partialled out,

When hassles and life events

only escape-avoidance for hassles

continued to be significantly related to mood disturbance
and depression.
other,

It was not very comprehensible that the

more active,

coping strategies originally also

increased with increases in depression and mood disturbance.
But,

when both hassles and life events were partialled out

of the correlations none of the coping strategies
hassles escape)

(except

were significantly related to any of the

negative symptom measures.

This finding tends to support

the idea that high stress levels are more important in
increasing coping behavior and negative symptoms
simultaneously,

than is the simple relationship between

coping and negative symptoms.

Based on the lower proportion

of significant coping/negative outcome correlations when
hassles alone versus life events alone were removed,

it

seems that hassles levels contribute more to these
relationships than do life e v e n t s .
It was expected that the Ways of Coping Questionnaire
that was filled out for a specific hassle situation and the
Ways of Coping Questionnaire that was filled out for a
specific major stressful event would not yield coping scales
that were very similar.

Contrary to this expectation,

each

65

of the eight coping scales was positively correlated at the
.0001 level.

This finding seems to reflect that there is

some stability in the use of coping strategies across
different s t res sor s.

Coping as measured by the Ways of

Coping Questionnaire,

may actually be tapping in to a

personality variable more than environmental variables.
coping is primarily a personality dimension,

If

this would

appear to be a contraindication for a causal stress-outcome
model in which coping plays a clear-cut moderating r o l e .
However,

before rushing to conclude that coping strategies

are merely stable personality variables,

another

theoretically interesting result merits discussion.
on Lazarus and Folkman's
stress,

(1984)

Based

transactional model of

it was expected that the way in which hassles versus

life events were appraised
different.

(and reappraised)

would be

Because reappraisal coping processes are of

theoretical interest,

tests of the differences between the

positive reappraisal of hassles and the positive reappraisal
of life events as they correlated with mood disturbance,
depression,

and somatization were performed.

The results

supported the hypothesis that hassles and major life
stressors are reappraised differently as they effect general
mood disturbance.

No significant differences were found

when the two types of reappraisal were compared as they
related to depression and somatization.

Thus,

although
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reports of positive reappraisal for a hassle and for a major
life event were
correlated,

(like all the coping scales) positively

they relate to mood disturbance significantly

differently.

So, to overgeneralize,

general coping

strategies seem to be relatively stable across stressor
types,

but this does not rule out the possibility that they

can be differentially effective at moderating the impact of
major versus minor stressors.
General Discussion
Overall,

in the multiple regression study,

it was

predicted that stress experienced by college students

(as

measured by daily hassles versus major life events ), and
humor

(as measured by reported appraisal and use of humor in

stressful situations), would significantly predict
psychological distress

(as measured by total mood

disturbance and depressive symptoms)
measured by somatic s ym pto ms) .

and physical health

(as

Both life events and hassles

measures of stress have been shown to have deleterious
effects on psychological and physical health,

and this

finding was replicated in the second study of this project.
Humor was hypothesized to be the kind of coping or
moderating variable that might be more effective at reducing
the distress associated with daily hassles than the distress
associated with major life e v e n t s .

It was hoped that

testing these hypotheses would accomplish two main goals;

to
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enable the predictive power of the stress measures to be
compared for both psychological distress and physical health
outcomes,

and to allow an indirect examination of how these

two different kinds of stress might be appraised and coped
with differentially.

One purpose of this investigation was

to determine whether life events,

hassles and distress

outcome relationships actually vary as a function of humorcoping strategies.

The question was a theoretically

important one to ask, because,

if the humor-stress-distress

interaction predicted by Lefcourt and Martin's

(1986) humor

as stress-moderator hypothesis was supported in the present
study,

it would have been possible to compare how hassles

versus life events modes of stress differentially relate to
a specific type of coping strategy.

Unfortunately,

the

humor variables correlated so poorly with the stress
variables that it was not possible to test for differences
between these rel ationships.
affective disturbance,

Humor was inversely related to

suggesting that some sort of

moderating influence is still a possibility.

But,

the

strength of the stress measures as predictors of negative
symptoms completely overshadowed any predictive power of
humor as a coping/moderator variable.

Thus,

study weakly supports Lefcourt and Martin's

although the
(1986)

hypothesis about the nature of the humor and affective
disturbance relationship,

it was not possible to use this
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relationship to cast much light on the relationships among
hassles,

life events,

and negative affective/somatic

sy mp t o m s .
Everyday stressful events were theorized to be
particularly susceptible to personal interpretation and
reappraisal

(Lazarus & Folkman,

1984),

and therefore it was

suggested that hassles are everyday stressors that have a
high likelihood of being experienced as stressful or not,
dependent upon differences in individuals'
strategies.

coping

It was thought that humor as a coping response

might not be a stable individual difference variable,

and

that humor-coping might instead vary situationally, as a
function of social cues,

or as a function of attributional

factors such as internal-external locus of control.
ignoring the humor variable,

Thus,

it was posited that the

appraisal-oriented hassles measure would be a better
predictor of adaptational outcomes and psychological
symptoms than major life events measures.
based on Lazarus and Folkman's
stress,

This hypothesis,

(1984) transactional model of

was directly addressed in study two.

A previous

study which tested this hypothesis only indirectly,
ambiguous results

(Catz & Ventis,

yielded

1989).

Direct examination of the predictive power of hassles
versus major life events measures was found to be more
productive than the indirect examination of coping
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strategies.

The findings that both hassles and life events

were good predictors of affective/somatic disturbance and
that hassles were superior predictors,

supports much of the

past research done with both of these stress measures
& Gannon,

1988; Delongis,

1982; Holahan,

Holahan,

Coyne,

& Belk,

Dakof,
1984;

Folkman,

(Banks

& Lazarus,

Ivancevich,

1986) .

The finding that hassles were better predictors of general
mood disturbance and somatization than were major life
events stress levels supports Lazarus and Folkman's
contention that more proximal,

"minor" versus more distal,

"major" stressors may have a more pervasive deleterious
effect on general psychological and physical health.
However,

the finding that depressive symptoms are predicted

about equally by the two types of stressors,
as Delongis,
proposed,

Coyne,

Dakof,

Folkman,

might suggest,

and Lazarus

(1982)

have

that it may be the interaction of major versus

minor stressors that is important.

It is also possible that

since depressive symptoms in college students are probably
more severe and long lasting than general mood disturbance
and somatization,

life events should account for a

relatively greater amount of the variability in depression
than in mood disturbance or somatization.

The possibility

that depression itself leads to greater sensitivity to
stressors or to decreased coping resources should certainly
not be ruled out either.

Future research needs to address
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the nature of the stress-depression relationship more
s pecifically.
It is important to note that terms like "negative
outcomes" that infer a causal relationship between stress,
coping,

and psychological/physical health are used in this

paper as a convenience.

The basic assumption is that stress

and coping do have an impact on affective and somatic
negative symptoms.

However,

the nature of the present study

does not allow for such causal inferences to be directly
tested.

The author is aware that a number of other

possibilities exist for explaining the nature of "stressoutcome" relationships.

Willerman & Cohen

(1990)

aptly

summarize six such models of the possible connections
between ecopathology
psychopathology
di st u r b a n c e ) .

(adverse or stressful environments)

(or by extension,

and

milder psychological

The terminology used in Willerman and Cohen's

(1990) models is rephrased here to fit the specific
variables of this study.

The "proactive" model,

causes affective/somatic disturbance,
predominates the present research.

that stress

is the model that

The "reactive" model

states that stress is caused by affective/somatic
disturbance.

A "transactive" model explains the

relationship by positing that stress and affective/somatic
disturbance are mutually causal of one another.
"expressive" model suggests that stress and

The
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affective/somatic disturbance might be two expressions of a
common underlying cause.

The "selective" model states that

stressful situations may be sought out as a best fit for the
affective/somatic disturbance.

The "inventive" model

suggests that stress may be invented by the
affective/somatic disturbance.

The explanations that seem

to best fit the data of this study are the proactive,
transactive models.

and

Tests of these models within a minor

versus major stressor context would need to be done using
either time-lag studies or controlled experiments.
By entering only one kind of coping variable into the
regression equations,

a severe limitation was placed on the

generalizability of the regression study.

Unfortunately,

the eight coping strategies assessed by the Ways of Coping
Questionnaire

(Folkman & Lazarus,

1988b)

could not be

entered into the regression due to the severe loss of power
these variables'

addition would have caused.

attempt to broaden the scope of the study,

However,

in an

these coping

variables were correlated with both the stress variables and
the psychological distress and physical health variables.
No one coping strategy is likely to moderate the effects of
stress in isolation.

Most probably,

the coping variables

themselves interact while interacting with stress levels to
reduce d i s t r e s s .

The inclusion of a general ways of coping

measure in the study was meant to address this issue.

It
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was expected that most of the coping strategies assessed by
the Ways of Coping Questionnaire would correlate negatively
with stress outcomes,

and that perhaps some of the more

negative coping strategies would correlate positively with
stress outcomes.

Contrary to theory-based expectations,

every coping strategy on the scale directly covaried with
the outcome measures,

and even when stress levels were

partialled out of the coping/outcome correlations most of
the ostensibly "positive" coping strategies had no
relationship at all to negative outcomes.

It is possible

that this finding is an artifact of the instructions for the
Ways of Coping Scale
Lazarus

(1988b)

(WOC) used in this study.

Folkman and

caution against setting long time limits for

the stressful situations chosen,

suggesting that as time

passes subjects may not be accurate in the coping strategies
they report having used.

Unfortunately,

in order to have

subjects fill out a WOC for a hassle and a WOC for a major
life event,

the time limit for a major life stressor had to

be a lengthy six months.

As it was, ten subjects had to be

dropped from the analysis because they couldn't complete the
life events WOC.

The lack of validity of the WOC might be

attributed to the range of the scale being violated in the
present study.

However,

the time frame of the hassles WOC

was only one week,

and it behaved identically to the life

events WOC.

(in press,

Stone

cited in Adler,

1991)
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questions the construct validity of the Ways of Coping
Questionnaire in general.

He suggests that the construction

of the scale was flawed because the original items were
largely based on speculation and observational data,

and

then were factor analyzed only for a narrow range of stress
situations.

Even more telling is Stone's criticism of the

WOC's most basic level of construct validity;

he questions

whether self-reports of coping strategies actually reflect
real coping behavior.
1991)

Stone

(in press,

cited in Adler,

also posited that people would endorse more coping

strategies when stressors were more severe.

The present

study found that coping strategies were very similar for
major versus minor stressors.

However,

some major versus

minor stress-coping strategies

(like positive reappraisal)

did differ in how they related to negative o u t c o m e s .
Folkman and Lazarus'

(1988b)

Ways of Coping Scale seems to

be drawing more and more criticism lately,

and the findings

of the present study seem to suggest that the WOC may not be
measuring exactly what it purports to measure.

This is

particularly evident if one considers that the original
scales were partly developed on the basis of correlations
with stress outcomes.

When the confounds of original stress

levels were partialled out of these correlations in the
present study,

almost no relationships remained.

One particular coping scale was of special theoretical
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relevance to the present research.

Appraisal processes are

a key component of Lazarus and Folkman's
transactional model of stress.

(1984)

The hypothesis that hassles

would be better predictors of negative outcomes than major
life events was generated based on the theoretical
assumption that hassles would be more amenable to positive
reappraisal processes
life events.

(including humor)

than would major

When the differences between positive

reappraisal of hassles versus major life events were
compared as they related to general mood disturbance,
were significantly different.

they

This suggests that there is

some substance to Lazarus and Folkman's explanations of why
hassles as relatively appraisable stressors may have a
different impact on negative outcomes.

Unfortunately,

such

conclusions are hasty in light of the finding that the
relationships between the positive reappraisal of both
hassles and life events were directly rather than inversely
related to affective disturbance.
reappraised
life events,

Perhaps hassles are

(positively and negatively)

more readily than

thus inflating both negative and positive

appraisal of hassles.
than life events,

If hassles also lead to more distress

and if higher

distress levels lead

respondents to endorse more coping strategies in general,
then it follows that more appraisal might be related to more
distress since negative appraisal was not measured by the
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coping scale.

This is all hypothetical, and it is just as

possible that coping

(even through reappraisal)

not moderate the impact of stress,

just does

or that coping does

moderate stress and the WOC is simply not a valid measure.
This last suggestion is probably the most likely candidate
to be tested in future research.

In regard to the

possibility that moderator variables simply don't relate to
the stress-outcome relationship,
Anderson and Arnoult

it should be mentioned that

(1989) make a convincing case for most

stress-moderator effects actually being type I errors.

They

found that the direction of the negative stress level
relationships with moderator variables such as humor-coping,
personal control,
chance rates,

and irrational beliefs were significant at

and were often in the wrong directions.

Their

conclusions are supported by the lack of significant
relationships between humor and stress variables in the
present study,

and by the "wrong directions" of the WOC

scale correlations with outcomes.

Since humor did relate in

the theoretically "correct" negative direction with stress
outcomes,

it is uncertain what conclusions can really be

drawn about the utility of a stress-moderat or-out come model.
A justification of the necessity of modifying Kanner
and colleagues'
here.

(1981)

Hassles Scale needs to be addressed

Since a college student population was sampled,

the

daily hassles scale needed to be constructed specifically
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for college respondents.

Items dealing with subjects such

as retirement were deleted,

and items dealing with social

and academic minor stressors unique to the college
population were added.

By increasing the number of items a

hassled college student was likely to endorse,

a hassles

scale for college students was expected to enable
respondents who were highly hassled to be more clearly
distinguished from those who were n o t .

By making a hassles

instrument more sensitive to the environment of the
population being sampled,

scores on the College Student

Hassles Scale had the potential to account for a greater
amount of variability in the psychological and health
disturbance of student subjects than the original version of
the Hassles Scale did.

Another way of modifying the Hassles

Scale to make it a more valid measure in the context of
humor research,

was to measure the extent to which hassle

items are perceived as internally controlled by the
respondent.

Since humor may be differentially effective as

a coping strategy for internally controlled versus
externally controlled hassles,

it was thought that

separating these factors might help to clarify if and when a
stress-moderating effect of humor occurs.

It was also hoped

that the addition of a perceived control index would
illuminate how the objective and subjective effects of
hassles are related.

In other words,

it would be possible
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to determine whether it is the frequency and intensity of
hassles endorsed that leads to deleterious psychological and
physical health,

or whether it is the appraisal of many

uncontrollable or controllable minor stressors that leads to
these e f f e c t s .

It was found that perceived control

increased with increases in the frequency,
severity of hassles endorsed.

Probably,

intensity,

and

these results are

an artifact of the way in which the Perceived Control
subscale of the CSHS was calculated.

The raw number of

items rated as controllable could have been a function of
how many total items were endorsed as h a s s l e s .

It is also

possible that situational control does act as a mild
confound with other measures of hassles

(Green,

1986),

since>

it covaries with the other hassle subscales but not with
negative s ymp t o m s . . Because the perceived control scale did
not have a strong relationship with mood disturbance or
somatization in the pilot study,
two.

it was not used in study

Only the three CSHS subscales that were related to the

outcome measures in the pilot study were retained.
Both the College Student Hassles Scale pilot study and
the hassles versus life events regression study have
indicated that hassles are a valid stress construct that
merits future investigation.
is in two directions.
controlled experiments,

The future of hassles research

Hassles need to be explored in
and they need to be measured as they

occur in real life settings.

Hassles are particularly

amenable to experimental study because by definition they
are "minor" stressors,

and thus are the sort of variable

that can be manipulated ethically in ways that retain some
external validity.

A number of different dimensions

probably affect how hassles are appraised,

and by extension,

how strong their negative impact is on psychological and
physical well-being.
effort,

time expended,

Situation variables

(e.g.,

control,

escapability, pervasiveness,

number of competing stressors)
variables

(e.g.,

and

and personality/attribution

locus of control,

humor,

hardiness,

irrational beliefs) may affect the impact of hassles.
Controlled experiments with both psychological and health
dependent measures can determine which of these variables
are salient dimensions of hassles that lead to negative
outcomes.

The success of the sample-specific hassles

measure in the present study suggests that the development
of other sample-specific measures might be u s e f u l .
Developing hassles scales for inpatient populations in both
medical and psychiatric hospital settings could be very
informative about the effects of daily stressors on symptom
exacerbation.

Inpatients have little control over hassles

like being awakened in the night for blood samples or being
placed on cigarette rations,

and if these kinds of hassles

can be shown to exacerbate physical or psychiatric symptoms
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then hospitals can use this information to create more
therapeutic environments.

Time lag designs,

measurement of situation-specific hassles,

daily

and objective

measures of symptoms would all greatly increase the validity
of hassles research.

By exploring hassles through different

kinds of experimental procedures,

the utility of the

construct can be tested to its limits.
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A P PEN DI X A

College Student Hassles Scale
D i r e c t i o n s : Hassles are irritants that can range from minor
annoyances to fairly major pressures, problems, or
difficulties.
They can occur few or many times.
Listed in
the center of the following pages are a number of ways in
which a person can feel hassled.
Circle the appropriate
number for each item and circle a letter for each item that
has been a hassle for you during the last 30 days.

How much of a hassle was
this item for you this
month?
Circle one number:
0 = None or not applicable
1 = Somewhat
2 = Quite a bit
3 = A great deal
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2

3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3

Circle C if you feel
that you could change
or do something about
the item and/or
circle A if you feel
that you must accept
or get used to the
item.

Misplacing or losing things
Friends or relatives too far away
Social obligations
Trouble with writing tasks
Being in new situations
Too many interruptions
The weather
Having to wait
Cramming
Troubling thoughts about your future
Filling out forms
Not getting enough rest
Difficulties with roommate
Too many meetings
Trouble with mathematics tasks
Being lonely
Too many things to do
Academics interfering with social life
Concerns about news events
Wasting time
Too many responsibilities
Class schedules
Standing in lines
Not getting enough sleep
Physical Appearance
Difficulties with parents
Obligations associated with
fraternity/sorority

C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C

c
c

A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A

2
2
2
2
2

3
3
3
3
3

2
2
2
2
2
2
2

3
3
3
3
3
3
3

2

3

2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2

3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3

2
2
2
2
2
2

3
3
3
3
3
3

Problems with school deadlines
Troublesome neighbors
Joining a new group
Noise
Not enough time to do the things you
need to do
Trouble relaxing
Car maintenance
Use of alcohol
Difficulties studying
Fear of confrontation
Financial difficulties
Difficulties with your
girlfriend/boyfriend
Obligations associated with campus
clubs/activities
Taking exams
Inconsiderate smokers
Parking
Attending poor or uninteresting lectures
Crime
Too much time on your hands
Trouble making decisions
Housework or room chores
Physical illness
Silly practical mistakes
Difficulties with friends
Gossip
Difficult or important exam
Inconsiderate roommate
Quitting a group
Traffic
Difficulty managing time
Inability to express yourself
Packing or unpacking
Concerns about health in general
Fear of rejection
Health of a family member
Family problems
Social pressure
Sexual concerns
Difficult or important paper
Couldn't do or understand something you
thought you should, or were expected to
Finding a date
Pollution
Job takes too much time
Social life interfering with academics
Concerns about meeting high standards
Doing errands

C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C

c
c
c
c
c
c
c
c
c
c
c
c
c
c
c
c
c
c
c
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0
0
0
0
0
0
0

1
1
1
1
1
1
1

2
2
2
2
2
2
2

3
3
3
3
3
3
3

0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2

3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3

0
0
0

1
1
1

2
2
2

3
3
3

0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2

3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3

0
0

1
1

2
2

3
3

Difficulties seeing or hearing
Transportation problems
Feel conflicted over what to do
Not enough entertainment and recreation
Getting a bad grade
Not enough privacy
Not enough time for physical exercise
or activities
Concerns about weight
Relating to or dealing with professors
Not enough personal energy
Job-related hassles
Turning down a date
Regrets over past decisions
Too much entertainment and recreation
Noise or interruptions when studying
Finding a place to study
Not enough time for entertainment
and recreation
Concerns about inner conflicts
Medication
Difficulty remembering everything you
have to do
Too many steps to climb
Dating
Heavy workload
Not enough personal space
Concerned about the meaning of life
Poor maintenance of your residence
Meeting people
Catching up with missed or late
schoolwork
Concerns about getting ahead
Waking up early in the morning

HAVE WE MISSED ANY OF YOUR HASSLES?
BELOW

C
C
C
C
C
C
C

A
A
A
A
A
A
A

C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C

A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A

C
C

c

A
A
A

c
c
c
c
c
c
c
c

A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A

c
c

A
A

IF SO, WRITE THEM IN

0

1

2

3

c

A

0

1

2

3

c

A

ONE MORE THING:
HAS THERE BEEN A CHANGE IN YOUR LIFE THAT
AFFECTED HOW YOU ANSWERED THIS SCALE?
IF SO, TELL US WHAT
IT WAS:
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